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By the 21CLEO Research Team
Preface
Part of our research process has been to engage the voices of individuals involved in employer-supported education and
training initiatives or otherwise impacted by the issues we have been investigating. To this end, we hosted a series of
convenings to discuss our findings and invited a group of12 interested parties who represented a range of backgrounds
and experience in the workforce development system to respond to our initial observations, to make sure that we are
doing things that were relevant and useful, and to identify things that we had missed or that we didn't get right.

Participants in the convenings, who we consider our research partners, included working learners, individuals who work
directly with front-line workers, adult education practitioners, others who work in the workforce development system,
and individuals who work for organizations known to engage in research and advocacy. The practitioners and
professionals among this group shared a number of characteristics that made their insight especially valuable. Many
were working on innovative projects focused on adult learning and workforce development Their interest and
experience working to improve access to relevant education and training meant that they knew about different
innovative initiatives or approaches. They were thus uniquely qualified to respond to our research findings in a series of
three convenings, each with a different focus. We described the process that we used to involve working learners in the
research process in a blog post called ManY.,. Voices: Particin_ants as Research Partners. In this post, we focus on what
our research advisors had to say about our findings on the role of supervisors.

In one of our convenings, we focused on the role of the supervisor, since analysis of the working learner interview data
had raised our awareness of the importance of the direct supervisor in guiding an employee toward meaningful
learning. Prior to the convening, our analysis had suggested that simply offering employer-supported education and
training initiatives was not sufficient for persistence in or advancement after completion of a course or training event.
Throughout our data, we found examples of working learners noting whether or not they felt encouraged by their
supervisors. The supervisors who helped learners leverage training to support job advancement were called out as
supportive, as were those who had acknowledged the efforts learners made to persist.
To illustrate our findings about the role of direct supervisors, we wrote two blog posts. The first ROSt highlights two
individuals whose direct supervisors provided opportunities for learning and growth on the job and helped the working
learner connect what they were learning in a class or course and what they were doing at work. The second blog.Rost
tells the story of a third individual who had quite the opposite experience. A variety of issues, ranging from corporate
decisions to hostile work conditions on the job waylaid th is working learner's efforts and eventually caused the loss of
her job and burn-out.
We shared the blog posts and the findings they described with the individuals who had RarticiRated as research
Rartners and asked them to respond to a set of questions.
We received thoughtful and thought-provoking responses from our research partners. Responses have been lightly
summarized and edited for brevity and clarity. Because of space limitations, not al I responses are s hared, but we
certainly appreciate the time and effort each participant put into responding.
To a great extent, our research partners agreed with our research findings about the importance of supervisors. Many
had similar experiences themselves or had worked with people who had had similar experiences. For example, one
research partner commented that "The examples mentioned in the blog are good and offer sufficient detail to support
the finding that supportive direct supervisors are critical to the success of learner workers." Several research partners

suggested that the impact of supervisors goes beyond individual working learners. For example, one stated that,
"Working in workplace education programs, I have seen the difference that a supervisor makes when they believe in
the potential of an employee; but that attitude permeates the workplace because, in my experience, only the same
managers and supervisors who support their employees' learning are the ones who genuinely support workplace
education initiatives. I have seen the positive impact that has on employee morale overall." One research partner
commented specifically on the importance of supervisors to immigrant working learners when saying, "it depends on
the company and the supervisor styles. Some companies and supervisors are very supportive and some companies
continue to underestimate immigrants' ability in achieving better opportunities."
Many of our research partners mentioned the negative impact of poor supervisors. One such impact is for the working
learner to leave the job. One research partner who is a working learner advisor said, "During my pharmacy job my
manager always gave me hard times and discouragement. I was very stressed out, leading me to quit my job." Another
research advisor who works in workplace education noted that "Often, people leave their job because they lack support
and/or training from their direct supervisor- not because they don't Ii ke the company or the work itself." This research
partner went on to note that poor supervisors may be a result of inadequate training "So many people get placed in
supervisory positions without the competencies needed to lead others successfully. Unfortunately, I believe this
happens far too often. People get placed in supervisory roles without training on how to lead others."
The types of skills that are important for good supervisors to have come up many times in the responses of our research
partners. These skills include helping working learners to see the potential in themselves and illuminating pathways to
promotion. One research partner who works with union training programs said that, "In addition to highlighting the
importance of supervisors recognizing skills and talents that the working learner may not see in themselves; it is also
important to emphasize that [supervisors] give short-term goals or milestones towards a larger goal; a clear path to
upgrading .... Supervisors who help staff see themselves as direct contributors to the mission of the organization is also
key and how the training benefits both the organization and the employee." Another research partner, who worked in
workplace education, made the same point when she commented on a specific example provided in the first blog.i;iost
about su12ervisors, "[Ainsley's supervisor] seemed to really understand how to be an effective supervisor
communicating her observations to Ainsley very specifically, reinforcing positive behaviors about leadership potential.
It was also important that s he was specific about the things Ainsley could do to show interest and become a candidate
for promotion."
One of our research partners disagreed with the findings that were illustrated in Destiny's experience in the second
blog.12ost about supervisors. As he explained, "I think the case of Destiny is not, by itself, sufficient to support the claims
made in the blog. We know that decisions made by corporate managers who do not know the employee and racial and
gender bias have a negative impact on careers; however, Destiny's story has too many variables that, in my opinion,
make it difficult to draw clear conclusions. My feeling is that, at most, her story s hows that engaging in learning is not,
in itself sufficient to be promoted."

Many of our research partners described the changes they'd like to see in the training and roles for supervisors and
managers. One commented that mentor training would be helpful and said, "Considering your findings, mentor
training would likely improve the relationship between supervisors and the rest of the staff. Given that closer
relations hip, they would also be more likely to know that the staff are planning to attend additional training- even if
management fai Is to inform them of this upcoming project." Similar to mentor training, a relationship between
supervisors and working learners is important. One of our research partners explained that, "[A] direct relations hip
with the worker is the key. Group meetings and one on one meetings are very important to tackle problems, learning
and overall growth." Another suggested that accountability should be reciprocal, that "Managers [and supervisors] also
need to be held accountable from bottom up and top down. I turn in a self-evaluation to my manager, can't there be a
self-evaluation from the manager on down?"
One of our research partners who is a working learner advisor summed it up, "In the end, we need employers who see
great potential in employees. Plus with employers who are not good supervisors need to be trained better and give the
right people the best opportunities like better raises and more understanding of a great employee.
Conclusion
The responses from our research partners have enriched our understanding of what it means to participate in
education and training initiatives in the 21st century. Each context for learning is different, and each learner has
different experiences and purposes for engaging in learning. But across our data, we've seen a commitment and
enthusiasm for continued learning among the working learners we were privileged to interview as well as those
interested parties who shared their wisdom and experiences with us. We are grateful for the time and insights of
everyone we've talked to.
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